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Chapter 9: Cell Phone 


"Hey." 

At the other end of my cold stare stood Mishima. 

"Oh, Yoshida-sempai. Are we eating lunch together?" 

"Not now, dummy. Does your day not feel complete 
until you screw at least one thing up?" 

She cocked her head in reply to my query. 

She was so clearly dumbfounded that there may as well 
have been a question mark over her head. I was well aware 
of how technically capable she was, but it was her tendency 
to cut corners that was the problem. 

"Fix it, now." 

"F-fix what?" 

"Do I really hafta tell you? Do I?" 

I drew closer to Mishima, the vein in my forehead 
visibly throbbing with anger, and Mishima's eyes began to 
frantically dart around the room. Then, she brought her lips 
to my ear and spoke softly. 

"I told you yesterday, didn't I? I only work as hard as 
necessary..." 

She said irresponsibly. With this, I wrapped my arm 


around her shoulder and pulled her closer to my face. 


This allowed me to speak to her in equally hushed tones 
so that no one else could hear. 

"Listen up. I didn't say anything yesterday because we 
were out for drinks, but I'm not just gonna let you breeze 
through the day with that kinda work ethic. Don't forget 
that." 

"But! Do you mean you're gonna work me to the 
bone?!" 

"Why wouldn't I? Everyone else is already working that 
hard, after all." 

"Guh..." 

The expression she gave me was one of unabashed 
discouragement. 

I looked up, and my eyes met Goto's. She was sitting at 
her desk across the office from us. Our gazes were 
completely locked on to one another's. 

In a fluster, I let go of Mishima's shoulder, then 
coughed self-consciously. 

"Anyway, just get it done before lunch break." 

"Wha—...? Isn't lunch break less than an hour away?" 

Mishima retorted, and I flashed her a big smile. 

"Do it." 

"Ugh..." 


I knew she could do it. That's why I had to force her to. 
If she didn't push herself to work hard, if not to her limits, 
it'd only make my life more difficult. 

I kept one eye on Mishima, who was reluctantly getting 
started on her work, as I started to head back to my own 
seat. 

But then... 

"Hey, Yoshida! Got a moment?" 

I heard someone calling me from their desk on the 
other side of the office. 

Startled, I turned around, only to find that the source of 
the voice was Goto. 

"Me?" 

I pointed to myself and cocked my head, to which Goto 
nodded and ushered me over. 

Huh? What could this be about? Did I mess something 
up? 

Cold sweat oozed out of my forehead. 

The mental discomfort of being rejected by Goto not so 
long ago did linger in my mind, but at the end of the day, 
she was still my boss. 

Recently, she'd been juggling tasks related to HR and 
hadn't called on me very much, so for her to call me over so 


suddenly got the cold sweat running. 


That detestable sweat now runs down my spine as I 
make my way to Goto's desk. She smiled at me sweetly and 
continued typing away at her keyboard with speedy 
clicking sounds. 

Then, she pointed to her monitor and smiled again. Was 
there something she wanted me to see on the monitor? 

I interpreted her gesture as such and timidly took a 
peek at where she was pointing. 

‘Can you spare some time after work tomorrow?’ 

The Word document she had opened had that sentence 
typed on it. 

"Huh? Tomorrow?" 

I answered out loud, and Goto thrust her index finger in 
front of her mouth to shush me. 

“Contact me later." 

She kept her demand short and hushed, then turned 
back to her work on her computer as if nothing had 
happened. 

What? What was this about? Did she wanna go out 
drinking?! Nah, that wasn't the vibe I got. 

A date? No, that wouldn't make any sense. After all, 
she'd just rejected me. 

I stood stock straight, lost in thought, and Goto gave 


me a sidelong glance. 


“Hey. You can go now." 

"Oh, yeah. Sorry!" 

I understood what she really meant.'Hurry up! Get back 
to your desk already!'. I turned on my heel and headed 
back. 

It seemed like I had no choice but to go with Goto to 
whatever spot she had in mind. 

I wasn't sure whether I was happy about that idea or 
not. 

On my way back to my seat, I suddenly sensed someone 
looking at me. I looked around in the office, and my eyes 
met Mishima's. 

She hurriedly averted her gaze and pretended to be 
busily typing away at her keyboard. 

‘Don't sit there gawking at me! Get to work!', I silently 
cursed at her in my mind, but my thoughts immediately 
went back to Goto. 

I really wanted to find out why she'd called me over. I 
wasn't going to be able to relax until I did. 

oK 
“Huh? Ms. Goto invited you out for dinner?" 
Sayu poked at the meat and potato stew she'd prepared 


and blinked at me in surprise. 


After work was over, I'd sent a text to Goto on my 
bumpy train ride home to check in with her. 

"Sorry about earlier. Why don't we get dinner together 
after work tomorrow?" 

That was how she responded. 

“You must be happy about that." 

"Not at all... What does she want? Why does it have to 
be over dinner?" 

"She's just asking if you wanna go eat. It's no big deal." 

“You're wrong! There's gotta be something going on!" 

Sayu attempted to pass off my objections with a half- 
smile and let out a drawn-out sigh. 

A kid isn't likely to understand, but in the adult world, 
‘dinner' and 'drinks' were loaded with a number of implicit 
meanings. 

For example, you could be offered an_ unofficial 
promotion out of the blue, or it could be the opposite. 

When I'd just joined the company, there were times that 
my bosses would gently reprimand me when we were at a 
bar together. "That was not good," they'd tell me. 

Being invited out for dinner by a boss you weren't on 
good terms with was bound to be a_ nerve-wracking 
experience. 


“Well, whatever. Eat your stew. It'll go cold." 


"Oh yeah... Thanks for the meal." 

As Sayu advised, I started eating the still-steaming 
stew. I picked up a soft, light brown potato with my 
chopsticks and put it into my mouth. 

"Oh. This is great." 

"Really? I'm glad!" 

Sayu nodded with satisfaction and took a bite of her 
own potato. 

"Mmm, s'good!" 

"You're a pretty good cook, y'know." 

Her smile was a meek, somewhat embarrassed one. 

"T don't mind a little more praise." 

"You're the best chef in Japan!" 

“That's more like it!" 

Sayu cackled, then mixes a bite of meat and white rice 
together to take another mouthful. 

Though we may joke, Sayu's cooking is really delicious. 
From this, I started to guess that she must have also been 
cooking when she was living with her family. 

...Had her parents taught her to cook? I shook my head 
at this thought. I needed to stop thinking about these 
things. It wasn't going to change a thing. 

"What is it?" 

“Nothing, don't worry." 


Sayu cocked her head to the side, and I stuffed some 
steamed rice into my mouth as if nothing had troubled me. 

"Well? Are you going?" 

"Hm?" 

"With Ms. Goto, to dinner." 

Sayu put down her chopsticks and stared at me. 

I nodded in response. 

“Well, I can't really say no, can I?" 

“Why not? Because you have feelings for her?" 

“Because she's my boss." 

Sayu's lifted her lip in a doubtful sneer. She obviously 
didn't believe me. 

"It's really because you like her, isn't it?" 

“Of course not." 

"So you don't?" 

“That's...a separate issue entirely." 

Sayu snorted at my obvious deflection. 

“You can say whatever you like, but I know you do." 

",..You're not gonna cut to the heart of the matter that 
easily. I've been crazy about her for five years now." 

My words were tinged with a hint of anguish, and Sayu 


turned away. Her expression seemed to say, 'Crap, I messed 


up’. 
"SOIry. I 


"It's fine, don't worry about it. Just keep in mind that 
I'm a cranky old man." 

"No, you're not." 

Sayu shakes her head left and right. 

"Mr. Yoshida, you're a cool guy. I don't think Ms. Goto 
would have rejected you if she didn't already have a 
boyfriend." 

“Haha. I guess now's the pity party, huh." 

"T'm serious!" 

The more she pandered to me, the more bitter I 
became. 

I let out a dry laugh. 

"Well, I'm going tomorrow, anyway. It's Ms. Goto, and 
she's still my boss, so I can't refuse. 

“Gotcha. So you don't need me to make dinner for you 
tomorrow?" 

Nodding to my words, Sayu asked. 

That's right. The dinner she'd made for me the night 
before had gone to waste because I was out drinking with 
Mishima. She wasn't just checking whether I would need 
dinner but confirming whether I was going accept Ms. 
Goto's invitation, too. 

I nod in affirmation. 


"Yeah. There's no need to cook for me." 


"Got it." 

At this point in the conversation, another thought came 
to mind. 

"Oh yeah. Do you have a cell phone?" 

"Uh, a cell phone..." 

Sayu forced a smile and shook her head. 

"Nope. I don't have one." 

This was honestly shocking. 

Even elementary school students had smartphones 
nowadays. The thought that a high school girl like her 
wouldn't have one had never even crossed my mind. 

"Did you leave it at your family home?" 

Sayu shook her head again in response to my question. 

"When I was living in the Chiba area, my friend... I 
mean, my classmate from Hokkaido kept calling me on it, 
and it got a bit annoying, so..." 

Sayu let out a deceptive chuckle. 

"I ended up tossing it into the sea." 

"You shouldn't litter the sea like that!" 

She was a piece of work. She always went way over the 
top and probably hadn't given a second thought to tossing 
it away like that. 

"So you haven't had a cell phone since then?" 


"Nope." 


"No way..." 

"It's not that bad, believe it or not." 

Well, she had a point. For someone like her, who had 
put the people in her past behind her, nothing of value must 
have been lost with the phone. 

“Why do you ask?" 

She tilted her head in inquiry to my prying. 

"Well, I just figured that if something comes up and | 
can't get home, I have no way of contacting you. If I can't 
get in touch, you might end up wasting time cooking for 
me." 

"Oh, I see..." 

Sayu nodded, as if in sudden realization, and looked 
around wortrriedly in a slightly embarrassed manner. 

"What?" 

"It's just..." 

She mumbled quietly. 

"This sounds like a conversation that newlyweds would 
have." 

“Huuuh...?" 

"I-it's a joke! Don't make that scary face at me!" 

My expression was as stern as I could make it, and 
Sayu waved her hands before her in a panic to fend off my 


apparent frustration. 


"I mean, even if I did cook something, you could just 
eat it the next morning or something. It's no big deal!" 

"Nah, but it would be more convenient for you to have a 
cell phone anyway, wouldn't it?" 

Sayu shook her head emphatically to punctuate her 
denial. 

"No, I don't need one! Really, I don't!" 

“There's no need to be so resistant." 

"I'm telling you, I don't need one. I can't even get a 
contract for one, anyway. I'm too young!" 

Now that she mentioned it, she was right. 

High schoolers couldn't get contracts for cell phones 
unless they went with their parents. At least, that's how I'd 
always understood it. To make matters worse, I never had a 
cell phone when I was in high school, so I had no idea what 
might be involved in the process. 

"Still, it'd be good to have a way for us to contact each 
other." 

I murmured, but Sayu still stubbornly refused to nod. 

"It'll be fine, don't worry!" 

She was still in the habit of holding back, even if she 
really wanted something. 


I looked at Sayu out of the corner of my eye and gave a 


Wry grin. 


This wasn't just a problem for her, but for me as well. 

With a high school girl being thoroughly planted at my 
house, it was honestly unsettling not having some way to 
keep in touch when I'm out. Should something happen, I'd 
want some way to contact her. 

So why not a cell phone? 

Was there anything I could do to make her accept one? 

I was still pondering on the subject when I fell asleep 
that night. 

oK 

"Huh? Why don't you just sign up for a second cell 
phone contract under your name, and give it to Sayu?" 

"Oh yeah..." 

I asked Hashimoto for advice before we started work 
the following day, and he easily came up with a solution. 

He was right. I could just get a contract under my 
name, couldn't I? I missed a total blind spot there. 

"Hmm. I should go on my next day off and do that, 
then." 

I mumbled to myself as I turned on my work computer. 

I could continue my train of thought on the cell phone 
situation later, I supposed. 


First, I needed to worry about getting through tonight. 


I stared at Goto's empty desk, since she hadn't arrived 


at work yet and felt sweat beginning to run down my back. 





Chapter 10: Goto Airi 


“Huh? Dinner with Ms. Goto?" 

"Yeah..." 

I nodded, and Mishima dropped a piece of grilled 
salmon she'd snatched with her chopsticks back onto the 
plate she'd just lifted it from. 

"Oh." 

Suddenly, she seemed to have snapped back to her 
senses and picked her grilled salmon back up. 

She was eating a fish plate that she'd ordered from the 
work cafeteria. She'd told me she really liked it. With 
grilled fish, steamed vegetables, soup, small pickles, and a 
scoop of steamed rice, this meal, albeit simple, had all the 
staples you could wish for. 

In stark contrast, I was tucking into my 'Chinese noodle 
bowl'. The noodles were already soggy by the time I took 
my first bite of them. They didn't taste very good, either. 

"Uh, um, so, er, you invited her out, Yoshida-sempai?" 

She asked, wiggling her chopsticks. 

"No. Ms. Goto invited me." 

“Huh... I just don't get it!" 

She took a bite out of her fish. 


"T just don't get it!!" 

She repeated. 

I shook my head from side to side with a snort. 

"Yeah, I don't get it, either." 

“You don't get it, but you're still going?!" 

“Who's gonna say no to their boss when they get invited 
out to dinner?" 

"I do all the time!" 

I slurped down another mouthful of noodles. 

“You're you, so you can get away with it." 

“What's that supposed to mean?" 

Mishima puckered her lips in a pout, but I refused to 
respond and went in for some more noodles. 

There was no point in telling her that the bosses 
favored her for her good looks, and that was why they let 
her get away with it. 

Mishima frowned at me as she put the last bit of her 
fish into her mouth. 

"Th's goha he a hwap." 

"Seriously, you gotta stop talking while you eat." 

Did all young girls act like that? 

When we were drinking together a few days ago, it 
occurred to me that nobody had ever warned her not to talk 


with her mouth full. Wasn't that normally something 


parents have beaten into their children's minds by her age? 
Parents aside, her close friends and other people in her life 
should have said something to her by now. 

Maybe young people these days just didn't care about 
that sort of thing. Who was I to know? 

She swallowed her mouthful of food, then continued 
speaking. 

"It's gotta be a trap." 

“What do you mean, ‘a trap'?" 


"She's tricking you, Yoshida-sempai. You'd better not 


go. 

"And why would she trick me?" 

Mishima simply responded with an 'err', her eyes 
roaming the cafeteria as if she was looking for a better 
answer. 

I wished she'd stop throwing random ideas at me. 

"W-well, anyway..." 

She thrust her chopsticks in my direction and repeated 
herself. 

"I'm telling you, you shouldn't go." 

"Don't point chopsticks at people." 

This woman really had no table manners whatsoever. 


*K 


"C'mon Yoshida, grill it up." 


"Uh, yes ma'am." 

"Mr. Onozaka here said you're a ‘grill master", I'll have 
you know." 

"Eheheh..." 

That old geezer always knew the right thing to say. 

Mr. Onozaka was always too busy talking to the new 
girls in the office to grill any meat himself. This left me in 
the awkward position of cooking it alone. With a grimace, I 
took the plate of salted ribs with green onions and threw 
them on the grill. 

Goto was sitting in the seat across from me. 

"Ooh, that smells really really good!" 

"For sure..." 

I couldn't keep the conversation flowing like usual. 

Why did she invite me out to dinner tonight? That was 
the only thing I could think about. 

“You can eat that one now." 

"Oh, really? Okay, I'll take it then." 

Goto moved the freshly-cooked meat to her plate with a 
grin. 

Then, she sunk her teeth into the rib. It's a long, thin 
strip of meat, which made it impossible to eat in one bite, 
so instead, Goto bit into the rib halfway down its length and 


chewed off a mouthful. As she was using her front teeth to 


sever the meat, her lips engulfed the strip in a somewhat 
erotic display. 

...Nope, nope. I shouldn't be staring at her while she's 
eating. 

Flustered, I darted my eyes away from Goto, and I took 
a rib that looked done onto my own plate. I poured on a 
little sauce, then ate the whole of it in one mouthful. 
Chewing on it with my back teeth made the meat juices 
burst out into every corner of my mouth. 

It might be an awkward meal, but the meat tasted as 
delicious as ever. 

Come to think of it, Sayu didn't really have a firm grasp 
on meat dishes yet. I'd eaten all the chicken I could 
possibly get my hands on at the bar with Mishima, but it 
had been a long time since I'd had pork. I chewed the meat 
slowly. It was even more delicious than I remembered. 

My eyes drifted upward, and they met with Goto's. She 
was Staring at me. My heart skipped a beat. 

“You took that all in one bite." 

"Uh, is that bad?" 

"Not at all. It just seems so manly." 


She giggled at her own words. 


.. Yeah. Everything about her was sexy. Give me a 
break. 

“Well, Iam a man, after all." 

I spat out what could barely be considered a proper 
reply, then took another mouthful of meat to hide my 
embarrassment. 

What the hell was I saying, 'I am a man'? Anyone with 
eyes would know that! 

I felt my face getting warmer and hoped it was only 
because of the heat from the grill. 

"Are you nervous about something?" 

Goto gazed up at me, lowering her face slightly as if to 
peer at mine. 

I gave her a bitter smile and respond. 

"Yeah, a bit." 

"Why?" 

"It's just... What would you think if someone who 
rejected you asked you out to dinner all of a sudden?" 

"Ahaha! So that's what's wrong?" 

Her shoulders trembled in apparent amusement, and 
she took another nibble of rib. 

My eyes darted away from her once more. I couldn't 


watch her eat that again. 


If I wasn't careful, I might find myself in an 
uncomfortable situation downstairs. 

"Why don't we break the ice and ask each other some 
questions?" 

She suggested, having swallowed another bite of rib. 

"Ask each other some questions?" 

"Yeah, back and forth, three questions each. You have 
to answer whatever you're asked. How about it?" 

",..We can ask anything we want?" 

A titter of laughter escaped from Goto's nose. 

“What are you planning on asking?" 

I didn't think this was fair. She knew exactly what I 
would want to ask her, but she wouldn't talk about it on her 
own accord. Instead, she intended to '‘let' me ask. 

I hated this part of her, but at the same time, it was 
what made her so incredibly attractive to me. 

I struggled to answer, and Goto giggled, then shook her 
chopsticks lightly. 

"Ask anything you like...even if it's a little dirty." 

"Nah, I'm not really interested in that kind of thing." 

I shook my head. 

That was a lie. I really wanted to ask her what cup size 
she was. 


"Alright, first question! Go for it!" 


Her tone was lighthearted, and she was staring straight 
into my eyes. 

I felt a bit lost. 

To tell the truth, I most wanted to ask her why she 
invited me to dinner. I knew it was too early, but I still 
wanted to ask. Still, at the same time, I was scared to hear 
the answer. 

I wasn't bold enough to get straight to the heart of the 
matter right away. 

"...Why yakiniku?" 

“Huh? That's your question? You know you've only got 
three in total, right?" 

"T know. Just answer, please." 

She was the one who'd suggested yakiniku, after all. 

I was honestly surprised. I'd never pictured her as the 
type of woman who would invite a man out by saying she 
was craving yakiniku. 

This invitation, or more precisely, the reason behind it, 
had me suspicious. 

"Well, it's because it's you, Yoshida." 

Goto answered casually. 

I went blank for a moment, then followed up with 
another question. 


"Because it's me?" 


"That's right. Because it's you, Yoshida." 

“What's that supposed to mean?" 

"Oh, excuse me! A heart skewer, please." 

She interrupted the question by putting in an order to 
the passing serving staff. 

“How about you, Yoshida?" 

"Uh, salted tongue." 

“Heart skewer and salted tongue. Oh, and two more 
beers, please." 

Goto gave the order to the staff member with a smile. 
"Coming right up." he replied, entering the order into his 
portable tablet. He took the opportunity to glance at her 
chest. I know. You can't help but look. 

"So, where were we?" 

“Uhhh... You'd said 'because it's you'." 

“Right, that was it! You're the reason, Yoshida." 

Goto nodded emphatically, lifted her beer glass before 
her face, and gulped down the last remaining half of the 
frothy liquid. 

I couldn't help but stare, dumbfounded. She was one 
hell of a drinker. 

She spent a few seconds draining every last drop, and 
then let out a loud 'pwah!'. Even this looked somewhat 


lewd, and I hurriedly averted my stare again. 


"Well?" 

"Huh?" 

"I just drank half of my beer in one gulp." 

"Yeah. You're a good drinker, huh?" 

I tilted my neck as I said this, to which Goto let out a 
cackle. 

“There it is. There's your answer." 

"... Huh?" 

Not understanding what she was getting at, I forced a 
strained smile, but Goto waved it away as she continued 
speaking. 

“When I'm with other coworkers or bosses, I can never 
take the lead when we're eating yakiniku or drinking beer. 
They all want me to be ‘graceful'." 

"Ohhh... I see." 

I could certainly understand her point. 

Her appearance was very lady-like, which—naturally— 
made her quite popular with her bosses as well. To put it 
bluntly, many people viewed her in a sexual light. 

I could sort of understand why she didn't feel like she 
could suggest 'beers' or 'yakiniku' at the risk of sounding 
like an old geezer. 

"So, why can you be this way around me?" 


“Because you'd never be put off by that, Yoshida." 


"Well, beer and yakiniku are pretty delicious." 

“Hee-hee! You don't mind me eating pork cutlet and 
curry, either." 

Goto's eyes narrowed slightly, and her shoulders 
bobbed with laughter. 

She then rested her chin in her hand and locked eyes 
with me. 

“That's why you're the only one, Yoshida. The only one I 
can invite out for yakiniku or whatever." 

“Haha, I'm not sure if that's something I should be 
happy about." 

“Hmmm, I wonder. Hard to tell really! Hee-hee!" 

Goto's laugh lingered slightly in the back of her nose, 
almost as if she was about to let out a snort. 

For some reason, my heart fluttered. That smile of hers 
had been my weakness for a whole five years. 

"So, what's next? Question two." 

She pressed the matter, her chin still in her hand and 
looked up at me with a testing look in her eyes. I got the 
impression that she was provoking me, saying, ‘are you still 
not gonna ask?’. 

I let out a small sigh. 

“Why did you invite me out today?" 

I asked clearly. 


"IT assume you have something you wanted to ask me 
about, right?" 

As I return her stare and asked her that question, the 
corners of her mouth slowly turned upward. 

The calm silence seemed to imply that she had been 
waiting for me to ask that question. 

This part of her drove me crazy. I ground my rear teeth 
in frustration. 

I didn't really like this woman. And yet, I was still so 
attracted to her. I could hear my heart pounding violently 
in my chest, like an alarm bell ringing. 

I just wanted an answer already. 

"Well, about that... " 

Goto slowly began to speak. 

She pointed to me with her index finger. 


A giant smile came to her face again. 


"Yoshida. I think you have a girlfriend." 


She suddenly declared. 

Her manner of speaking was so decisive that it caught 
me off guard for a moment. 

I finally mustered a giant shake of my head from side to 


side in denial. 


"No. I told you, I really don't have one." 

"Liar. I don't believe you." 

"Why not?!" 

I answered back, and Goto's eyes began to wander in a 
rare show of loss for words. 

Then, the faintest voice came from her lips. 

"T-it's just so weird." 

"What's weird?" 

Goto put down her chopsticks, bent forward slightly, 
and continued speaking. 

"I've looked after you for five years now. For that 
whooole five years, you've worked your ass off for the 
company. You never even cared about working overtime. 
And now, all of a sudden, you just get up and take off the 
moment your shift's over." 

"But that's just..." 

“You want to sleep more? How can I possibly believe 
that? If that were true, you would've started doing that 
long ago!" 

I had no answer for her. 

When Goto had pressed me on the subject before, I'd 
told her it was because I wanted to 'make sure I got a 


proper night's sleep'. That had been a hasty attempt to 


cover up the fact Sayu was living with me. But now that she 
pointed that out to me, I was left speechless. 

"And...you and Mishima have gotten a little closer 
lately, haven't you?" 

"...Huh?" 

“Mishima leaves work on time almost every day, and I 
can tell she's very fond of you, Yoshida. You even left work 
together before, right? So I thought maybe..." 

"Wa-wait a second!" 

I felt like the conversation was obviously taking a 
strange turn, so I forced her to stop talking. 

"I-I don't know if I'm misunderstanding, but..." 

"What?" 

“You don't think...Mishima and I are dating, do you?" 

"Am I wrong?!" 

“Um, yeah?!" 

In fact, I had no idea why she might have thought that. 
Sure, she had hastily explained why she was suspicious just 
a moment earlier, but it still didn't really add up. 

Did Mishima have a thing for me? No, that was 
impossible. 

And sure, we may have left work together to grab some 


drinks, but that was just the one time. Was one night out 


together really enough for anyone to think Mishima and I 
are that intimate? 

"It's fine. You don't need to hide it. I won't tell anyone 
else." 

"No, I'm telling you, it's not like that!" 

",..R-really?" 

Goto asked her follow-up question timidly. 

"Really! ...J only confessed my feelings to you not too 
long ago, remember?" 

Goto's cheeks turned a light shade of red in response, 
and she let out a nervous cough. 

"I can't forget that... B-but that's... I mean, I did turn 
you down. It wouldn't be that weird for you to move on to 
someone else after..." 

Goto was being so strange today. She was acting 
somewhat suspicious, and her relaxed attitude from before 
was nowhere to be seen. I felt like I was talking to someone 
much younger than me. 

"Well, you see..." 

Having taken another drink of my beer, I started 
speaking in a somewhat stronger voice. 

"Wha-what?" 


Goto looked at me, appearing a bit rattled. 


I didn't want her to misunderstand, so I decided to tell 
it to her bluntly. 

"For five years now... I've only ever had a thing for you." 

"Huh?" 

"For all this time, ever since I joined the company, I've 
been in love with you. I was being serious when I confessed 
to you. I never expected you'd think I was the type to say, 
‘Okay, next!' after you'd rejected me and move on." 

I looked straight into Goto's eyes as I told her this. Her 
face turned progressively red with every word, and she 
shook her head. 

"No, I didn't think that! I know you're not insincere 
with your feelings, I just..." 

Her words stopped there. She hunched over a little 
more than she already was, and her voice lowered to a 
whisper. 

"I just thought you'd prefer someone younger than 
me..." 

"Huh...?" 

An unexpected sigh escaped my lips. 

",..1 still love you, Ms. Goto." 

This was obviously going nowhere, so I jumped straight 
to the point. She'd already passed me up once, so there was 


nothing left to feel ashamed about. 


“Honestly, I don't have eyes for any other woman... 
You're that special to me, Ms. Goto." 

I said, looking down slightly. I was understandably a 
little embarrassed. 

Five years. 

I'd had feelings for her for five years. Sure, she'd shot 
me down once already, but I wasn't about to give up on her 
that easily. 

A few seconds passed, and Goto remained silent. 
Eventually, she looked up, and I could immediately tell how 
much she was blushing. 

“What's wrong?" 

"Uh, no, nothing..." 

Goto immediately shook her head, then took a drink of 
her beer to hide her reaction. 

"S-so, there really is nothing going on with you and 
Mishima?" 

"Nothing." 

Less than nothing, even. 

The unexpected question left me confused. I wasn't 
curious about what point she was trying to make, but as 
soon as I calmed down, the need to know why she had 
asked her question started to nag away at me. 


“Why are you so interested?" 


"Huh?" 

Goto froze on the spot. 

“You were the one who rejected me. I feel bad saying it 
like this, but I don't think it's your business who a guy you 
don't even like dates next." 

"No, but..." 

For a moment, Goto looked confused. Then, she picked 
up her chopsticks, as if she'd just remembered they were 
there, took a piece of meat, and bit into the meat. 

I reflexively looked away. 

When she'd finished chewing, I look back at her, and 
she gave a small snort before starting to speak again. 

"A man telling me he loves me, then going and dating a 
younger woman right after, is a little offensive, don't you 
think?" 

"So that's what's bothered you..." 

“That's exactly it." 

She said assertively, before gulping down some more 
beer. 

Naturally, I still had so many more questions for Goto 
today, but she wasn't the kind of person to discuss things 
she didn't want to talk about. We'd known each other for 


five years, so I could tell when she was uncomfortable. 


"Well, anyway, there's nothing going on between 
Mishima and me, and I don't have a girlfriend." 

There was no point in telling her more than that, so I 
ended it on that definitive note. 

It was somewhat humiliating for me to tell the woman I 
loved that I 'didn't have a girlfriend’. It made me feel a little 
angry, even though there was nobody to get angry at. 

"I see... That's good then." 

Goto coughed, nodding as she commented. Things 
finally calmed down again. 

"Huh?" 

"What?" 

"Is that all?" 

"Is what all?" 

Goto cocked her head in response. I was the one who 
should have been looking confused. 

“You invited me out to dinner, and that's all you wanted 
to ask me?" 

I asked again, and Goto nodded nonchalantly. 

"Well, yeah..." 

",..You're kidding." 

I sighed in dejection, then flopped back into my chair. 

"I just thought, after all this...that you had something 


important to say." 


"Are you saying that this wasn't important?!" 

Her tone of voice was so commanding and sharp that it 
startled me. 

"Why is this a big deal to you?" 

Goto looked surprised by my question, but she cleared 
her throat and answered. 

"That's a secret." 

“Huh... A secret, huh?" 

I wasn't at all convinced, but she was definitely on the 
defensive, so there was no point in asking her anything 
else. 

I gave up and put the slices of meat that was left on my 
plate on the grill. 

"Alright then." 

Our conversation fell back to Goto's pace once again, 
and as she tilted her head to the side, she chattered away 
in her usual tone of voice. 

“You can still ask one more question. What's it gonna 
be? Or are you done?" 

She asked as she put her glass down on the table. 

It was obvious that she was really trying to say, 'you've 
already asked what you wanted to, haven't you?'. Plus, I 


could feel she was determined to interrupt the flow of the 


conversation up until now, which only frustrated me 
further. 

",..OKay." 

Liquid courage whelmed over me. Maybe I wanted to 
vent some of my frustrations, too. 

I decided to press ahead with my question. 

“What cup size are you?" 

Goto laughed out loud. 

She held her palm around her mouth as if she was 
going to share a secret with me. Then, she spoke, her voice 


as quiet as a whisper. 


",...'m a G cup." 


A G cup? What size was that? 

I started counting on my fingers. 

She watched me doing mental math and giggled again. 

oK 

I looked out the window as the train wobbled its way 
down the track. 

The yakiniku meat sloshed around inside me. 

When it was Goto's turn to ask questions, it was all 


about Mishima. 


"If you're not dating her you must at least be 
interested, right?" she'd asked. "You'll fall for her 
eventually, won't you?" Her barrage went on and on. 

I stood my ground and asked why she was so insistent. 
It turned out she'd gotten the impression that Mishima and 
I had suddenly gotten a lot closer, and hastily invited me to 
dinner to find out the truth. 

Hearing how she came to this conclusion made me 
realize that even Goto had an unexpectedly adorable side to 
her. 

I kept telling her that Mishima was just my 
subordinate. I told her over and over again. 

Maybe it was because of all the alcohol in her system, 
but Goto pulled no punches in hounding me about Mishima, 
unable to believe that I wouldn't prefer a younger woman. 
Mishima has a great body, so I'd be into that, she'd insist. It 
was, frankly, quite annoying. 

The only desire I had concerning Mishima was for her 
to take her work seriously. 

I'd never thought for a second that someone would get 
the wrong idea. 

And yet, here I was. 


I let out a great sigh. It was all so incomprehensible. 


Goto had rejected me. I'd given her my heart, and she'd 
turned it down. 

Despite this, for some reason, she was still concerned 
that something would happen between Mishima and me. 

No, she was right. It would be offensive for me to get 
over someone I'd just confessed my feelings to, and run 
straight to a younger woman. But from the way Goto was 
acting today, I felt that there was a sense of desperation 
from her, which made me doubt that it was just that. 

Something Hashimoto had told me came to mind. 

"If you ask me, I'd say ya might still have a chance." 

“Getting shot down is where the fight starts." 

Perhaps he was right all along. 

The way Goto had been acting did seem to suggest she 
was interested in me. 

That said, this was Goto we were talking about. | 
couldn't imagine her to be the type. 

The excitement I worked up suddenly came crashing 
down. 

I carried on convincing myself I had a chance and then 
out of it again for the rest of the train journey, and then 
exhaustion set in. 

By the time I made it home, I wasn't in the mood to 


think about Goto anymore. I'd been going around in circles 


thinking about her for too long. 

"I'm home." 

"Oh!" 

I unlocked the door and let myself in, and Sayu bolted 
upright from her spot in the living room before walking 
over to greet me. 

“Welcome home... Why the long face?" 

"Huh?" 

“Wasn't it fun?" 

Sayu peered into my eyes. 

"It was, but..." 

"Really? That's not what your face is telling me. Did she 
say something to upset you?" 

"Not really." 

I took off my suit jacket, walked past Sayu, and 
dragged myself into the living room. 

Why was she so good at reading my expressions? 

“Hey, Mr. Yoshida." 

"What?" 

I turned around to see Sayu standing there with both of 
her arms stretched out in front of her. 

“Need a hug?" 

"Huh?" 


I scrunched my face up, but Sayu kept standing in that 
same pose, inching her body closer and closer to me. 

"I don't know what's wrong, but hugging a schoolgirl 
should make it better, don't you think?" 

"Not at all, dumbass." 

“Hiyah!" 

She ignored my objections and embraced me in a tight 
hug. 

She pressed her head against my chest and nuzzled it. 

What did she want from me? I couldn't help but smile 
wryly. 

At any rate, I could tell she was trying to cheer me up. 

"Okay, that's enough." 

I patted Sayu on the shoulders, and she looked up at 


"Feeling better?" 

"Yup, all better." 

“Really? You're a simple man, Mr. Yoshida!" 

"Shut up." 

I peeled the grinning Sayu off of me, then reached for 
my bedclothes. 

"Hey, hey!" 

I heard Sayu call out to me as I went to unbutton my 
shirt. 


"You stink of cigarette smoke! Go take a bath!" 

"Uh, is it full?" 

"I figured you'd be home soon, so I started filling it!" 

"Wow, look at you." 

She lifted two fingers next to her face, holding up a 
peace sign with a smug expression, then pointed to the 
bathroom. 

“Wash yourself down, then get in the tub, and forget all 
the nonsense that happened today." 

Her advice warmed my heart slightly. 

It wasn't a forceful type of kindness, but one that she 
simply threw out there. I could feel that in her words. 

"Okay, I'll do that." 

I nodded, and Sayu made her way back to the living 
room to plop back down on the floor, looking pleased with 
herself. 

Then, she jerked her chin toward the door leading out 
of the living room, as if to be hurrying me along. 

"Okay, I'm going!" 

I took a change of pants and a nightshirt and headed to 
the changing room. 

I let out a small sigh as I got undressed. 

I was grateful that Sayu was here, at least for today. If I 


were home alone, I would be staying up all night worrying 


about Goto. 

"Abh... I'm so pathetic." 

I muttered to myself, smiling bitterly. 

Occasionally, I was reminded how much of an emotional 
support Sayu had been for me. 

"I should be the adult here..." 

I washed the day's sweat off in the shower, then 
submerged myself in the bath. 

Now that I thought about it, had she been in this bath 
before me? 

I thought about this as I gazed at the bathwater, 
although I wasn't sure why. 

“Whatever. Why does that matter?" 

I murmured to myself and sunk up to my shoulders. 

Before I knew it, my mind, which had been swirling 
with thoughts about Goto this whole time, came to a pause. 

Then, faintly, a hazy feeling came drifting back. 

I had dinner with Goto, the woman of my dreams. Sure, 
there were many things that were incomprehensible, but at 
least it was a fun story to bring home. 

But Sayu must have been worried about me. She'd 
gotten the bath ready and probably had everything from 
her pep talk to her gestures planned before I even came 


home. 


I was supposed to be her guardian, and yet today, she 
was the one who'd taken charge of everything, wasn't she? 

It was like she was my... 

",..No way, what am I even thinking?" 

Seriously. 

It almost felt like I was a married man who'd been 
messing around with another woman, and I shook my head 
in shame. 

The alcohol was distorting my thoughts. She wasn't my 
wife or anything like that. She was a high schooler. There 
was no need for me to feel weirdly guilty about it. 

Even so, I still needed to get myself together a little 
more. 

"That high school girl's taking care of me... I can't be 
acting like her guardian in this situation." 

I scooped up some bath water with my hands, then 


splashed it over my face. 


Chapter 11: Smile 


"Do you think a cute case would be better?" 

“How would I know?" 

It was my day off. 

I managed to drag Hashimoto to the cell phone store 
with me. 

I purchased another smartphone under my name and 
signed up for a plan with plenty of data. 

Now, I was struggling to decide on a case for the 
phone. 

"Does she seem like she'd be into sparkles?" 

"Nah, I've never seen her wear anything like that... I 
mean, all she had when I met her was a school uniform. I 
don't know the first thing about her tastes." 

Hashimoto responded with a mocking smile. 

“You don't know much about her, considering you're 
living together." 

"Nah. It's not like I would go out of my way to ask her 
about her fashion preferences, is it?" 

"Is that right?" 

I only ever saw her wearing the gray sweats I bought 


her at home. 


Her old phone might have given me some insight if it 
weren't currently sitting at the bottom of the sea near 
Chiba. 

"If you're that worried, maybe you should've asked her 
what she liked before we came here." 

“Nope. If I told her I was buying her a phone, she'd 
definitely put up a fight." 

I figured it best to just buy it here then hand it to her 
directly. She couldn't really refuse something I'd already 
bought for her. If I'd spent the money, then she'd definitely 
have to use it. 

Hashimoto, who was watching me from the corner of 
his eye, couldn't help but laugh. 

"What?" 

"Nothing. It just seems like you're quite fond of her, 
Yoshida." 

"Huh... ?" 

I scowled at him, but Hashimoto carried speaking, 
admiring the phone cases hanging from the wall. 

"I mean if you're just buying her this phone so you can 
keep in touch with her, who cares what the case looks 
like?" 

“You don't get it. She's a high school girl. She'll care 
about stuff like that." 


“You're just proving my point. Do you see it now?" 

Hashimoto let out a spurt of laughter, then spoke more 
slowly. 

"You're doing this because you want to make Sayu 
happy, aren't you?" 

I was at a loss for words. 

That wasn't my intention at all, not in the slightest. I 
knew that, but for some reason, I couldn't find the words to 
answer back. 

That was probably because, deep down, part of me did 
want to make her happy. 

"Well, if you wanna play it safe, just get a black or 
white one." 

"That feels like a no-miss strategy." 

“That's probably the most important factor." 

I stared at the white case in front of me as he spoke. 

I imagined Sayu holding it. Yeah, that color looked 
right. 

"Let's go with white, then." 

I muttered to myself and took the white case to the 
register. 

After I'd paid, I locked eyes with Hashimoto, who'd 
been waiting a few steps away from the register. 

"Yoshida." 


He stared me straight in the eyes as he opened his 
mouth to speak. 

“You should really think about what kind of relationship 
you have with Sayu." 

His tone of voice carried a sense of concern, as well as 
a coldness that suggested he was giving me a warning. 

"If she gets emotionally attached, or worse, she falls for 
you, you'll be in trouble." 

",..Well, I guess you have a point." 

I nodded, and we walked side-by-side out of the store. 

"There's also a chance that you could fall for her, too." 

"Not a chance. I'm only interested in big-breasted, 
older women." 

"That's just your sexual preference." 

Hashimoto smirked as he made this remark. 

"I may love my wife, but she's not what I jerk off to." 

“What the hell?" 

I sneered as Hashimoto continued making this blunt 
assessment. 

"In other words, what you fall for and what you're into 
are two different things. You'd better be careful." 

"No, seriously, I'm only interested in older women." 

"Well, good for you if that's true." 


Hashimoto snickered, then picked up his walking pace. 


I sped up to keep up with him. 

"Sorry that I dragged you out today. Lemme buy you 
lunch." 

"In that case, let's have ramen. I've only been eating 
healthy meals at home lately." 

"There you go again, casually bragging about your 
wife's cooking. Okay, ramen it is." 

I nodded, smiling wryly, and Hashimoto muttered 
something about it 'being a complaint’ with a smirk on his 


face. 


"Hey, heads up." 

I tossed a paper bag Sayu's way, making her jump with 
a start, although she still managed to catch it. 

"Whagh... Wh-what's this?" 

"Open it." 

She timidly rummaged inside the bag and took out the 
box. Her eyes widened. 

"Uh, it's—" 

"A cell phone." 

“Why do you have this?!" 

"IT bought it." 

She looked at the phone, then back at me, before 


cocking her head in confusion. 


“You're gonna use it?" 

“Of course not. It's for you, dumbass." 

"Why?!" 

“Because I want us to be able to keep in touch!" 

She stared blankly at the paper bag. 

",..Was it expensive?" 

"It's fine. I can afford it." 

",..Can I really have it?" 

“Why else do you think I gave it to you?" 

She nodded happily, and the corners of her mouth 
turned up slightly. 

“You surprised me. It's so rare for you to tell me you're 
going shopping on your day off, so I did think it was a little 
weird." 

Sayu scratched her head, looking around the room. 

"So it was for me, huh..." 

She said, flashing her usual, wide grin. 

“You must really like me, huh, Mr. Yoshida?" 

"Don't get too carried away. It's just so I can contact 
you, that's all." 

"T guess so." 

She nodded as she scraped away the seal that held the 


box closed. 


Once she'd removed it, she opened the lid and took out 
what was inside. 

“Whoa! It's the latest model." 

"Is it? I just bought it 'cause it looked kinda cool." 

“What? You're kidding, right?" 

Sayu cackled, then stared at me. 

“Thanks, Mr. Yoshida." 

"No problem." 

I looked away, starting to feel a little embarrassed. I 
was just happy she liked what I'd bought her. 

"Oh, there's a case in here, too." 

She noticed another box in the paper bag and pulled it 
out. 

"It's white!" 

"Is that good?" 

Sayu nodded her head vigorously. 

"I love white." 

"Really? That's a relief." 

“You've got good taste, Mr. Yoshida." 

She said in a strangely condescending tone, beaming as 
she took out the case. She then quickly popped it onto her 
new smartphone. 

"There!" 


“Looks good." 


“Thank you so much." 

She smiled innocently as she eagerly pressed the cell 
phone's power button. 

That was it. There was no reason for a child to hold 
back when an adult gave them something. As long as she 
said ‘thank you', that was good enough for me. She 
shouldn't hesitate to accept the gift. 

Reflecting on this brought a bitter smile to my face. 

It was like I really was her guardian. Well, the role I 
was playing was just like that of a guardian, but I still felt 
uncomfortable having paternal feelings for a high school 
girl I knew nothing about. 

Even so... 

I remembered what Hashimoto had said that afternoon. 

“There's also a chance that you could fall for her, too." 

I felt completely foolish as I thought back to that 
conversation. 

There was no way I could develop those kinds of 
feelings for her. She looked like more of a 'child' than a 
‘woman’ in my eyes. 

"Oh, Mr. Yoshida." 

"What is it?" 

“Let's give each other our contact info." 


She tiptoed over and showed me her cell phone screen. 


She'd downloaded the most popular messaging app as 
soon as she'd started up the phone, and the familiar app 
filled the screen. 

“How'd you get all of that sorted out so fast?" 

“"Heh-heh. I am a high school girl, after all." 

Young people must really be more adaptable than the 
rest of us. Whenever I bought a new phone, I'd end up 
having a hard time with it as I struggled to grasp all of its 
features and where to find them. 

I opened the same messaging app as she had and 
showed her my ID. 

These days, even the bosses at work used these kinds 
of apps to contact us. Occasionally, they'd even use it to 
send us important messages, in response to which I'd 
candidly advise them to email me instead. 

However, the app really was a handy tool. You could 
check your messages in real time and make calls that didn't 
eat away at your regular phone plan, so I could understand 
its popularity. 

"Okay! I've added you!" 

Sayu grinned. 

I looked at my own screen and found the name 'This is 


Sayu' displayed in the 'Friend' section. 


"Couldn't you have thought of something more 
creative?" 

“What? Yours is 'yoshida-man'. What's the 'man' part 
for?" 

"Shut up. I just picked it at random." 

Hashimoto had forced me to start using this app 
because it was 'too much of a hassle to email one another", 
so I went with whatever name popped into my head at the 
time. 

Sayu cackled, then clutched her own cell phone against 
her chest in a tight embrace. 

"Hee-hee!" 

She smiled at me, clearly very content. 

“What's your problem? You're creeping me out." 

"Look." 

Sayu shoved her phone my way once more and showed 
me her screen. 

The only name in her 'Friends' list is mine, 'yoshida- 
man. 

"You're my only friend, Mr. Yoshida." 

“That's just on this app." 

She snickered, then narrowed her eyes at me and 
continued speaking. 


"I'm only using this app for you." 


Her alluring voice resonated in my ears. 

There was something fascinating about the way she 
was smiling, too. It sent goosebumps shooting down my 
spine, and I frantically averted my gaze away from Sayu. 

"Wh-when you start working part-time, you'll get a 
bunch more friends, I'm sure..." 

"Yeah, maybe." 

Sayu returned to her typical indifferent attitude, then 
grinned. 

"In any case, we can contact each other whenever we 
like now." 

"That's right." 

"Just tell me if you're gonna be late, or if you don't need 
dinner." 

"Got it." 

Sayu hummed to herself happily as she headed back to 
the living room. She plopped herself down on the floor and 
started tapping away on her new cell phone. 

I let out a sigh, then walked toward the bathroom. I 
rinsed my hands with soap and then proceeded to wash my 
face. 

What was all of that about? 

Her smile looked vaguely suggestive, and she sounded 


like she was trying to use that seductive tone of voice to 


cloud my thinking. 

I knew she was only a child, but it tugged at my 
heartstrings. Its impact was so powerful that, for some 
reason, it had me pouring with sweat. 

I was used to seeing a silly, lighthearted smile on 
Sayu's face. In fact, I even found it a little cute. 

However, that smile she showed me today was one I'd 
never seen before. It felt like there was an 'intention' 
behind it. 

I splashed another handful of water over my face and 
let out a long breath. 

"I really don't get high school girls..." 

I muttered to myself, but even now, all I could see going 
around and around in my mind was the captivating smile 


that Sayu had shown me a little while earlier. 
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